







This paper examines variations to 4/3/2 activities which keep them interesting and motivating, 
meet Harmer’s (1982) criteria for creating communicative activities and meet Nation’s (1989, 
 1990) criteria for fluency practice. Variations were discovered which affected: the preparation, 
learners’ positions, listener’s actions, timing and the monitoring/feedback questions. A study 
was conducted involving 13 EDC classes at all levels except advanced learners, studying almost 
every major taught at Rikkyo University over three weeks to determine which variations would 
prove the most popular among the learners. The results of this study have interesting 




The essential connection between fluency practice and communicative language teaching has 
been widely argued, e.g. Harmer (1982), Gatbonton & Segalowitz (1988, 2005) and Richards 
(2006). Brumfit (1985) argues that a third of teaching time should be spent on fluency practice 
and Nation (1997) advocates a quarter. One way to practice spoken fluency is Maurice’s (1983) 
4/3/2 technique. Originally, speakers were given 4 minutes for the first practice, 3 for the second 
and 2 for the third -hence it is called 4/3/2. One advantage of this technique is that it works with 
any class size while allowing the teacher to monitor every learner.  
To keep learners motivated and interested during subsequent 4/3/2 activities it is possible 
to vary them. The object of this research was to investigate variations which would maintain 
motivation and interest, meet Harmer’s (1982) criteria for creating communicative activities and 
meet Nation’s (1989, 1990) criteria for fluency practice. Nation’s criteria are: 
(1) the speaker has a different audience each time they speak; so they focus on communicating 
the same message, not adding new information, (2) the speaker repeats the same talk; so they 
will have increased confidence and not need new vocabulary, and (3) the time pressure is 
increased each time the talk is given; so the speaker must repeat their message faster to complete 
the activity. Nation (1989) and Arevart & Nation (1991) found that meeting all three criteria 
results in improved fluency over time. De Jong & Perfetti (2011) found that the second of these 
criteria is essential for the maintenance of improved fluency over time. Steps in a standard 4/3/2 
activity: 
1: Learners prepare to talk about a topic, statement or question that the teacher has provided. 
This can be done by: thinking individually, speaking in pairs or by writing keywords/notes. 
2: The learners stand in two rows facing each other. One row will be speakers, the other listeners. 
3: The speakers talk to the person in front of them for the set time. The listeners do not interrupt 
and do not ask questions (this ensures that unaided spoken fluency is practiced). 
4: The speakers change partners by moving down the row. 
5: The speakers repeat their message to their new partner, but in less time. 
6: Step 4 and 5 are repeated once. This means that each speaker has said their message three 
times. 
7: The speakers become listeners, and vice versa. Steps 3 through 6 are repeated. 
8: The teacher may elicit or provide feedback after steps 3, 5, 6 or 7.  




Evidence of automatic fluency is shown by the production of “smooth and rapid” utterances 
(Gatbonton & Segalowitz, 1988, p326). So the teacher can ask if the learners: 1) finished talking 
about everything, 2) spoke faster or 3) spoke more smoothly (less pauses and hesitations) each 
time. This can also be displayed visually in Figure 1 below: 
Figure 1. Visual Representation of 4/3/2 





-Learners stand in two rows facing each other. 
-A’s talk B’s listen. (4min) 
-A’s move 1 place (aqua arrow). 
-A’s talk B’s listen, but for less time. (3min) 
The last two steps are repeated. (2min) 
  A    
 
  B 
3 x New 
Audience 
3 x Same talk 
3 x Time pressure 
Round 2 
-B’s talk A’s listen. (4min) 
-B’s move 1 place (red arrow). 
-B’s talk A’s listen, but for less time. (3min) 
The last two steps are repeated. (2min) 
  A
 
  B 
 
DISCUSSION 
Experimentation with the Standard Method led to a reconceptualization of variations into those 
which affected: the preparation, learners’ positions, listener’s actions, timing and the 
monitoring/feedback questions. This enabled the researcher to present the learners with choices 
of which variations to use in class without referring to complicated diagrams or terminology 
(See Appendix A for the choices hand-out). Allowing the learners to choose which variations to 
use in class may have improved motivation by increasing their involvement and developing their 
autonomy (Dornyei, 2007).  The learners had to make four style choices: standing/sitting, with 
notes/no notes, listeners remember/don’t remember, time down/topics up; and four questions 
choices: Did you finish? Did you speak faster? Did you speak more smoothly? How many 
percent did you finish? How many topics did you finish? The results of the choices of all 13 
classes are presented in Appendix B. This data is represented in a number of graphs with 






















Position Chosen for Each Week 
Figure 2. Learner Position for Fluency 
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These results matched the researcher’s expectations. No classes chose to stand in the first week 
of the study. Interestingly, only one class chose to stand in both weeks 2 & 3, and this class 
contained some of the most outgoing and enthusiastic learners. This proves that sitting during 
4/3/2 activities was more popular than standing. And this may be because it is less stressful for 


















Again these results closely matched the researcher’s expectations. Only three classes 
chose to use notes during the study. This shows that out of all of the options this was the least 
popular. This may be because creating the notes was seen as time consuming, or perhaps the 
researcher did not introduce this variation well enough so learners were not familiar with what it 


















 This was an unexpected result, as it seemed difficult for listeners to remember and report 
what they had heard, yet this choice became more popular over time. This may be because the 



























Class Choices Each Week 









Class Choices Each Week 
Figure 4. Fluency With/Without Remembering 




as better than some of the other options given that they were forced to make at least one change 
to the previous style. 
 Only Class 10 chose to remember twice, and they coupled this with the percent 
monitoring/feedback question. It is possible that they may have chosen this combination three 
times if the researcher had not forced them to make a change to the style following week one, 
but this is speculative. Class 10 was an enthusiastic group of law majors; and it may be that their 
personalities, interests or university major affected their preferences for variations. However, 




















 This was another unexpected result. In Part One of the study the time down variation 
seemed more popular than the topics up variation. It is possible that this discrepancy can be 
explained by the fact that learners became accustomed to certain variations over time. Or it is 
possible that the perceived pressure of a ‘time down style’ was greater than that of a ‘topics up 























Class Choices Each Week 





 No. of 
Times 
Chosen 
Class Choices Each Week 
Figure 6. End of Fluency Question 
Choices 
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 This was interesting because it shows that, “Did you finish?” and “How many percent did 
you finish?” were the most popular choices of questions. It had been expected that “Did you 
speak faster & smoother?” would be more popular because learners usually speak faster and 
smoother each time they repeat their speech; whereas they rarely finish all of their speech when 
they have less time. It is possible that the learners preferred giving a “Yes”, “No” or numerical 
answer to the monitoring/feedback questions as it requires less cognitive processing than 
evaluating their performance based on the criteria of both speed and smoothness. Further 
research, may be able to explain this. It is suggested that dividing the question, “Did you speak 
faster & smoother?” into two questions, “Did you speak faster?” and “Did you speak more 
smoothly?” would yield more useful results regarding question preferences in 4/3/2 activities. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The study was successful in discovering how 4/3/2 activities could be varied while meeting 
Nation’s (1989, 1990) criteria. It identified variations in activity: preparation, positioning, timing, 
execution, staging, monitoring and feedback that could be carried out while meeting the criteria. 
 The testing stage proved that some variations in the style, and monitoring/feedback 
questions, used in a 4/3/2 activity were more popular with these learners than others. There were 
approximately 100 learners predominantly from Japan, or other Asian countries, in the study; so 
generalisations from this research should be made with caution. It is suggested that further 
research be conducted with: 
1) More participants. 
2) Participants from different backgrounds. 
3) A longer study period. 
4) The aim of explaining and elaborating on some of the findings in the analysis section. 
5) Transcription and analysis of speech recorded during a variety of 4/3/2 activities. This should 
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The researcher gave each class the following checklist to enable them to choose which variations 
of the 4/3/2 activity they wanted to make for the last 3 weeks of the semester: 
Fluency (Speaking Practice) 
Class Time:                    Classroom: 




With paper notes/ 






Did you finish? Did you speak faster 
& smoother? 
How many percent did 
you finish? 
How many topics 
did you finish? 




With paper notes/ 






Did you finish? Did you speak faster 
& smoother? 
How many percent did 
you finish? 
How many topics 
did you finish? 




With paper notes/ 






Did you finish? Did you speak faster 
& smoother? 
How many percent did 
you finish? 
How many topics 
did you finish? 
 
  




N.B. Data for class 6 was not recorded for Week 3, because the class needed further work on 
another area, so fluency practice was skipped. 
 
Class Numbers
Choices for Weeks 1-3
Standing 1 0
Standing 2 1 1 1 3
Standing 3 1 1 1 3
Sitting 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 13
Sitting 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10
Sitting 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 9
With Notes 1 0
With Notes 2 1 1
With Notes 3 1 1 2
No Notes 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 13
No Notes 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 12
No Notes 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10
Listeners Remember 1 1 1 2
Listeners Remember 2 1 1 2
Listeners Remember 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
No Remembering 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 11
No Remembering 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 11
No Remembering 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
Time Down 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 13
Time Down 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7
Time Down 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
Topics Up 1 1 1
Topics Up 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
Topics Up 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
Did you finish? 1 1 1 1 1 1 5
Did you finish? 2 1 1 1 1 1 5
Did you finish? 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7
Did you speak faster & smoother? 1 1 1
Did you speak faster & smoother? 2 1 1
Did you speak faster & smoother? 3 0
How many percent did you finish? 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
How many percent did you finish? 2 1 1 1 1 4
How many percent did you finish? 3 1 1 1 3
How many topics did you finish? 1 1 1
How many topics did you finish? 2 1 1 1 3
How many topics did you finish? 3 1 1
1 2 3 4 5 12 13 Totals6 7 8 9 10 11
